In an investigation of the communication between specialist hospital departments and general practitioners 97 general practitioners were asked to say how important selected items of information that the hospital could pass on would be for management of a patient receiving chemotherapy. In addition, the records of 68 patients were examined for coverage of these topics.
At first sight it would seem that both research and epidemiology are high technology, high cost activities carried out by highly qualified specialists with nothing else to do except punch buttons on computers or organise well trained scientists working in well equipped laboratories. This is not so, for good epidemiological data should be the basis for all health planning from national to district level, and the more scanty the resources the more accurate the decisions must be. The data needed by the district medical officer for day to day decisions in planning the number of beds in a health centre or determining the size of a new hospital are also the bricks and mortar of the nation's statistics. The morbidity figures reported in the dispensaries make up the country's health statistics. Hence inaccurate, deficient, or out of date figures at district level may lead to poor planning and a distorted picture of the overall health problems of the country.
This article aims at encouraging those at the periphery of the health network to improve their methods of collecting data and embark on the vital basic research that only they can do. These tasks are not optional extras: they should be priorities in the schedule of every district medical officer. 2 Attendances may vary from month to month according to the season and are often dictated far more by social, geographic, and agricultural factors than purely medical ones. The district medical officer must find and record these idiosyncrasies and interpret the regional statistics against this background, for without this interpretation a misleading picture may be drawn. For example, in one tribe the incidence of tapeworm in men was about four times that in the women. Many years elapsed before we found that the people believed that possession of a tapeworm increased the chances of pregnancy. The picture was spurious for the actual incidence was the same, but the women did not come for treatment.
